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Abstract

Left unaddressed, anxiety difficulties in adolescence are associated with 
higher risk for anxiety disorders later in life. As a result of racism and stigma, 
Black adult females experience anxiety different than their White counterparts. 
They experience the anxiety for longer periods of time and the symptoms are 
more intense. Few studies have explored the basic symptomatology of anxiety 
and perceived stress among Black adolescent girls. Yet, investigation of this 
area is key to better understanding the developmental trajectory preceding 
adulthood. The current study of a sample of 72 Black adolescent urban city girls 
aims to begin to lay the foundation of research examining the development of 
stress and anxiety in adolescent Black females. As part of a larger intervention 
study, participants were administered the MASC-2, Perceived Stress Scale, 
and an open-ended stress questionnaire. Our sample evidenced significantly 
higher anxiety than the population values. Moderate levels of perceived stress 
were present. Significant positive correlations were found for level of stress 
experienced the day of assessments and both anxiety and perceived stress. 
Common stressors identified by the girls included academic and relational 
issues. Understanding the specific stressors may be important to further 
our understanding of anxiety in this population, but also in the support and 
development of culturally sensitive interventions for this group.
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development of anxiety within Black adolescent girls [13-15]. These 
factors are associated with higher levels of racial discrimination which 
can increase or trigger an increase in anxiety levels [16-18]. Sexism 
exacerbates these variables as gender issues interact with race [19,20]. 
When black girls enter adolescence, many take on multiple roles 
including but not limited to student, sibling, provider or caretaker. 
As a result, Black adolescent girls incur more daily hassles or small 
day-to-day problems than their white female peers. Such hassles are 
associated with increased anxiety [11,21].

The biological process of puberty also appears to impact anxiety in 
this population. Black girls are more like to experience early puberty 
than their white counterparts [22]. One consequence of early puberty 
for these females is higher levels of physical avoidance [22].

Perceived stress is defined as the degree to which situations in 
one’s life are appraised as stressful [23]. Limited research has been 
conducted on perceived stress, anxiety and Black adolescent girls. In 
a study of adolescents in the Princeton School system, Finklestein 
and colleagues [24] found that Black adolescents had higher levels of 
perceived stress than their White counterparts. Females had higher 
levels of perceived stress than males. In addition, it appeared that 
adolescents with highly educated parents (four-year college degree 
or beyond) endorsed lower levels of perceived stress [24]. Among 
Black adolescents in a large Midwestern school district, Sellers 
and colleagues [25] found that perceived stress may have a partial 
mediating effect on anxiety. Sociocultural factors including racial 
identity and racial discrimination appear to moderate perceived 
stress. 

Introduction
Anxiety and stress can have an adverse impact on an adolescent’s 

life. Anxiety symptoms in childhood are associated with poor 
academic performance [1,2] and difficulty with social skills and 
peer relationships [3,4] as well as behavior difficulties [5]. Similarly, 
stress during childhood is associated with increased psychological 
symptoms [6] and the development of mental health disorders and/
or physical illness [7] in adulthood. 

Several studies have suggested racial differences in symptoms and 
intensity of anxiety and stress in youth. Compton and colleagues [8] 
found that Black youth reported significantly more harm avoidance 
and physical avoidance than their White counterparts. Latzman and 
colleagues’ [9] study of depression and anxiety across three cohorts 
of youth–elementary, middle school, and high school-found higher 
anxiety symptoms in middle and elementary aged Black participants 
than their White counterparts. 

Anxiety levels among Black urban adolescent females appear 
elevated. In a study of four urban areas, 20% of an Ohio urban sample 
of adolescent Black girls indicated that they experienced clinical levels 
of anxiety and 8% indicated subclinical levels [10]. Similar patterns 
were observed for Black girls residing in New York City [11]. Among 
adolescent girls living in communities with high levels of violence in 
Los Angeles, high levels of anxiety have been observed [12].

Sociocultural factors associated with black adolescent girls 
are somewhat overwhelming. It appears that skin color, racial 
identity, racism, and the acting White accusation play a role in the 

Special Article - Anxiety Disorders

Anxiety and Stress in Inner-City Black American Middle 
School Girls: Levels and Relationships
Pettiti K2, Ellzey D1, Davis MJ1, Pugh DM1, Stadulis 
RE1 and Neal-Barnett AM1*
1Department of Psychological Sciences, Kent State 
University, Kent State University, USA 
2School Psychology, Kent State University, USA 

*Corresponding author: Neal-Barnett AM, 
Department of Psychological Sciences, Kent State 
University, USA

Received: April 18, 2017; Accepted: May 11, 2017; 
Published: May 18, 2017



J Psychiatry Mental Disord 2(1): id1006 (2017)  - Page - 02

Neal-Barnett AM Austin Publishing Group

Submit your Manuscript | www.austinpublishinggroup.com

Based on current research, perceived stress’s role in manifestation 
of anxiety for Black adolescent girls is unclear. Data do show, 
however, that stressors have a predictive relationship for anxiety 
as well as depression [6].Research indicates that left unaddressed, 
anxiety difficulties in adolescence are associated with higher risk for 
anxiety disorder later in life. Black female adults experience anxiety 
different than their White counterparts. They experience the anxiety 
for longer periods of time and the symptoms are more intense [26]. 
Black women with higher levels of anxiety also report poor emotion 
regulation [27]. Poor emotion regulation is related to a number of 
problematic behaviors such as violence [28]. Furthermore, studies 
show that among Black and White women, Black women are more 
likely to develop a stress related physical illness [29,30]. 

Few studies have explored the basic symptomatology of anxiety 
and perceived stress among adolescent girls in an urban setting. 
Yet, investigation of this area is key to better understanding the 
developmental trajectory preceding adulthood. This study aims to 
lay the foundation of this research by depicting the relationships 
between stress and anxiety in adolescent Black females. In this study, 
we examine levels of perceived stress and anxiety in a sample of Black 
adolescent urban inner-city girls. Specifically, we examine levels of 
perceived stress, current stress level and anxiety, the correlations 
among perceived stress and anxiety, as well as the correlation between 
current stress and anxiety. In addition, we look at most frequently 
endorsed stressors for this group and how these stressors may impact 
anxiety levels. 

Methods
Participants

 Participants were 72 Black/biracial seventh and eighth grade 
adolescent females between the ages of 12-15years enrolled in Sisters 
United Now (S. U. N.), an 8 session culturally-infused stress and 
anxiety intervention program for Black girls. Participants attended 
one of two middle schools located in a large mid-western, low-income, 
urban school district in the United States. Due to the high percentage 
of students within the district qualifying for federally assisted free 
and reduced lunches, all students within the district received free 

breakfast and lunch. S.U.N participation required informed consent 
from both parent or guardian and the participants, as well as the 
consent of the participants’ school administration. Participants either 
self-selected to participate or were recommended for S.U.N. by their 
school counselor. For a full description of the S.U.N intervention, see 
Davis and colleagues [31]. The study was approved by the Institutional 
Review Board and was assigned Study 15-242.

Measures
The multidimensional anxiety scale for children 2nd edition 

[32]: The Multidimensional Anxiety Score for Children 2nd Edition 
(MASC-2) is a 50-item copyrighted questionnaire that assesses 
symptoms related to anxiety disorders including social anxiety, 
general anxiety, and separation anxiety. The questionnaire contains 
items such as “I worry about other people laughing at me” and “I have 
trouble asking other kids to play with me.” Responses are indicated 
using a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 to 3 (0- Never, 1- 
Rarely, 2- Sometimes and 3- Often). The social anxiety subscale was 
used to assess the presence of symptoms related to social anxiety. 
The MASC-2 was shown to be a valid and reliable measure for this 
population [32,33]. In our feasibility studies, the MASC-2 was shown 
to have excellent reliability (α = .90).

Open-ended stress questionnaire: This consists of open-ended 
questions about stress including the adolescent’s definition of stress, 
top three stressors for the adolescent, method of handling stress and 
amount of stress experienced over the past month using a 0 to 100% 
scale. This questionnaire allowed girls to give us their description of 
the stressors that impacted their lives. 

Perceived stress scale [23]: The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) is 
the most widely used copyrighted assessment for measuring the 
perception of stress. It is a measure of the degree to which situations 
in one’s life are seen as stressful. Items are designed to assess how 
unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded respondents find their 
lives to be. The PSS asks about feelings and thoughts during the last 
month. Previous studies with Black adolescents report moderate-
good reliability with α ranging from .64 to .71 [25,34].

Procedure 
As part of the S.U.N. pre-assessment, participants completed 

a variety of measures related to stress, anxiety, and racial identity 
during a morning class period. Facilitators read the questionnaires’ 
directions and items aloud. This allowed all participants to work at 
a similar pace by following along with the facilitators, ensured girls 
understood the questions and reduced any fatigue that may have been 

Time Period N Minimum Maximum Mean SD

Today 72 0 100 35.59 35.02

Past Year High 72 1 100 75.69 27.1

Past Year Low 72 0 100 20.24 24.62

Table 1: Levels of Stress Experienced (Today and in the Past Year).

Perceived Stress Total Anxiety Raw Score Social Anxiety: Total Raw score

Perceived Stress
Pearson Correlation 1 .339** 0.143

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.004 0.232

Total Anxiety: Raw Score
Pearson Correlation .339** 1 .716**

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.004 <.0005

Social Anxiety: Total Raw Score
Pearson Correlation 0.143 .716** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.232 <.0005

Stress Test: Today's Stress
Pearson Correlation .440** .414** .282*

Sig. (2-tailed) <.0005 <.0005 0.016

Table 2: Correlations among anxiety & Stress measures.
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induced by requiring the girls to read all of the questionnaires’ items 
on their own. On average, participants completed all the measures 
within a 35-40-minute time period. Researchers also found it 
beneficial to administer the MASC-2 first because of its length.

Data analysis
This is a mixed method study. All quantitative data was analyzed 

using SPSS at Kent State University. Descriptive statistics were 
calculated, correlations and t-tests were performed for the MASC-
2 and PSS. Data from the open-ended questionnaire were analyzed 
using qualitative and quantitative methods. Researchers compiled a 
list of stressors identified by the participants. Frequency counts were 
performed. Descriptive statistics were calculated for level of stress 
experience in the past year and today. 

Results
Anxiety and stress measures

Participants completed the MASC-2 and the PSS. The mean total 
Anxiety (MASCTot) for the MASC-2 was 69.06(SD=20.58) The Total 
Anxiety T-Score mean of 59.27 suggests the group had above average 
anxiety (i.e., almost one standard deviation above the age/gender 
matched population mean). A single sample t-test was conducted 
comparing the sample mean (69.06) to the MASC Manual population 
mean (50.0) yielding a significant difference, t (71) = 7.86; p < .0005.

The mean social anxiety score (MASCSoc) was 13.06 (SD=7.11). 
A single sample t-test was conducted comparing the sample mean to 
the MASC Manual population mean (M=11.0) yielding a significant 
difference, t (71) = 2.47; p = .016 indicating this sample was somewhat 
more socially anxious than the population.

Participants were asked to share their levels of stress, on a scale 
from 0 to 100 for today (the assessment day) and in the past year. 
Results are presented in Table 1. In assessing their stress in the past 
year, they were to indicate both the low and the high levels of stress 
experienced. Stress on the day of the assessment was a bit below the 
mid-point and closer to their yearly low than their yearly high. While 
the girls demonstrated elevated anxiety on the MASC, their reported 
perceived stress and stress on assessment day was low moderate. As 
indicated by the standard deviations, there was much variability in 
the sample.

Table 2 presents the inter-correlations among the anxiety 
and stress measures. Perceived stress, as measured by the PSS, 
significantly and positively related to total anxiety but not social 
anxiety. The relationship between stress as experienced on the day 
of assessment and perceived stress was moderate, positive and 
significant. A positive and significant relationship was also found 
between MASCTot anxiety and stress today. As was to be expected, 
MASCTot and MASCSoc were significantly correlated.

Stressors
The stress survey asked these adolescent girls what were the 

stressors that they experienced most frequently. Using open coding, 
each coder identified each stressor from the girls’ statements. Then the 
coders would group stressors identified agreeing as to the categories 
the identified stressors best fit. Table 3 presents a summary of the 
reported responses.

Academic stressors were by far the most mentioned stressors. 
Family and relationship stressors (between friends or non-specified) 
were next in importance to the girls. Over 20 additional stressors were 
identified by at least one participant. 

Discussion 
As indicated by the MASCTot scores, a significant portion of 

our sample reported elevated levels of anxiety. Social anxiety was 
also elevated in this sample. The highly elevated anxiety scores were 
unexpected. Whereas we expected some elevation in a portion of 
the girls, we did not expect such a high level of intensity or that over 
65.4% would fall above the average range. Many of our girls lived in 
low-income neighborhoods populated by rental property, limited 
access to grocery stores and high crime. It was not uncommon for 
a large number to change residence at least twice during the school 
year. Instability in housing, food and safety are known risk factors for 
anxiety as well as other forms of psychopathology [6,12]. 

For Black women, anxiety symptoms are more chronic and intense 
[26]. Our results may offer a clue that helps explain this finding. As 
middle schoolers, our sample endorsed elevated levels of anxiety yet, 
most did not have a name for what they were experiencing. Perhaps 
these early elevations, coupled with lack of awareness and knowledge 
of anxiety, influence Black women’s manifestation of anxiety. In 
other words, Black women know they are experiencing something, 
they just have never been given a name and explanation for it. In our 
work with adults, many women encourage us to work with Black girls 
saying, “If we had had this information when we were girls, it would 
have made a profound difference in our lives going forward.”

Our sample reported moderate levels of perceived stress. 
MASCTot level and perceived stress was significantly correlated. 
Level of stress experienced the day of assessment (“today”) was 
positively related to both anxiety and perceived stress. One possible 
explanation may be that the level of today stress may actually reflect a 
persistent level of stress for the girls. A more likely explanation for the 
findings relates to the specificity or types of stressors. Of the top five 
stressors generated by our sample, three are specific to interpersonal 
relationships (familial stressors, relational stressors-friends, relational 
stressors-not specified). Research with low-income Australian 
adolescents [35] found that those with anxiety were more likely to be 
exposed to relational stressors (mother’s change of partners, prenatal 

Ranking Stressors N

1 Academic stressors 41

2 Familial stressors 19

3 Relational Stressors (non-specific) 15

4 Relational stressors (Friends) 6

5 Performance Issues 5

5 Autonomy (lack of) 5

7 Kids/caring for children 4

8 Violence/threat 3

8 Sports 3

8 Life 3

8 Too busy 3

8 Thoughts/Worries about future 3

Table 3: Most Frequent Stressors.
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maternal dissatisfaction, and mother’s partner trouble with the law).

The remaining top stressors focus on academic and performance 
stressors. This finding coupled with the predominance of relational 
stressors suggest that in subsequent studies, a closer examination of 
the role of social anxiety in the elevated MASCTot scores as well as in 
participants’ lives is needed.

Limitations
This study relied on adolescents’ self-report. This method was 

chosen due to the difficulty found within this population to reach 
parents and legal guardians and instability in the contact information 
and home addresses provided. However, researchers should attempt 
to integrate multiple sources of data and reporters (e.g., teachers, 
parents, school staff) because doing so will provide researchers 
with a more accurate depiction of the participants and increase the 
reliability of the data. An alternative solution might be to include a 
short 15-minute participant interview in addition to the measures. 

Our sample was limited to girls residing in low-income sections 
of a large urban city. Findings are likely to be different for girls in 
suburban or rural areas and among middle and upper-middle class 
Black girls. We plan to include these samples in the near future. 

Conclusion
This study provided quantitative and qualitative data on 

anxiety, stressors and perceived stress in urban Black adolescent 
girls, a demographic often overlooked in research. Both anxiety and 
perceived stress were related to stress experienced the assessment day. 
Given that anxiety levels are often reported as elevated in urban Black 
female populations, it appears important that we take a closer look 
at the stressors in their lives. Future studies should include guided 
interviews about stressors and racism, as well as the collection of 
biological or psycho physiological data. Understanding the specific 
stressors and whether there is a race-based component to the 
stressors may be important to further our understanding of anxiety in 
this population, but also in the support and development of culturally 
sensitive interventions for this group. 
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